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Abstract 
This study explored how undergraduate students and their tutors in an English Language Teaching Department of a Turkish 
university conceptualised a good research paper and whether there was a match between the conceptions of both parties. In line 
with this purpose, the study specifically sought answers to what the students’ concerns and what their tutors’ views were on 
students’ potential problems during the process of writing a research paper. The findings revealed a match between the students’ 
and tutors’ perceptions of a good research paper. However, the parties conceived the constructs valued and problems faced 
differently.   
© 2009 Elsevier Ltd. 
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1. Introduction 
The value of undergraduate research has been well established and documented over the past 25 years. A number 
of recent studies have shown the essential role of undergraduate research plays in student learning (Ward, Bennett 
and Bauer, 2002; Kardash, 2000; Lopatto, 2003; Seymour, Hunter, Laursen and DeAntoni, 2004) and in students’ 
pursuit of graduate education (Lopatto, 2004; Kremeri and Bringle, 1990). 
The majority of assessment tasks, which tend to drive student learning (Schwartz and Webb, 2002), in 
undergraduate research experience require some form of writing. Analysis of previous studies shows that the types 
and nature of writing assignments employed in academic institutions vary between discipline areas (e.g. Horowitz, 
1986; Bridgeman & Carlson, 1984; Casanave & Hubbard, 1992; Eblen, 1983; Johns, 1981; Ostler, 1980; Zhu, 2004; 
Braine, 1989, 2001; Carlson, 2001). Despite such variety, one of the tasks most undergraduate instructors employ to 
assess students’ success in research is the research paper.  
While some studies on the process of writing a research paper focused on students’ interpretations, motivations, 
and behaviours (Nelson, 1990; McMackin, 1994; Quantic, 1986; Rileigh, 1993), some others investigated students’ 
problems in such a process and instructors’ expectations of students’ research and writing (Schwegler&Shamon, 
1982; Valentine, 2001; Davis, 2003; Carlson, 2006; Alvarez&Dimmock, 2007). As Schwegler&Shamon (1982) put 
it, “academics view the research paper as analytical and interpretive …written for an audience of fellow inquirers” 
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(820). Students, on the other hand, view the research paper “as a close-ended, informative, skills-oriented exercise 
written for an expert audience by novices pretending to be experts” (820).  
With a view to identifying connections, if any, between faculty expectations and students’ commitment, 
Valentine (2001) found that students’ understanding of the purpose and expectations of the particular research paper 
usually varied with what many of the course professors expressed. She concluded that faculty professors assign 
research papers with a variety of reasons, including “providing experience writing in the discipline,” “gaining an 
independent research experience,” and “giving them a chance to be creative, incorporating both research and 
individual interests” (110) and that “students were very pragmatic in their approach to research papers,” striving to 
meet their professors’ expectations to get a good grade (109).  
Drawing on the information from some of these past studies in hand, this study aims to identify the tutors’ and 
students’ conceptions of a good research paper in the department of ELT in a Turkish university. The study 
addressed the following research questions:  
1. How do students conceptualise a good research paper? 
2. How do the tutors conceptualise a good research paper? 
3. Do students and their tutors conceptions of a good research paper match?  
4. What are the students’ concerns in writing a research paper?  
5. What are the students’ problems in writing a research paper from their tutors’   perspective?   
2. Context of the Study 
The research methods course, a kind of academic writing course lasting two semesters, aims at developing the 
students’ writing skills as well as basic research skills. In this course, the students are expected to become aware of 
the basic research methods, select the subject of their own research, determine the research design, types of 
instrumentation for their study and write a research proposal working with their tutors 3 hours each week. In the 
second semester, the students collect and analyse the data collected and write their research papers. 
In the study, randomly selected 31 undergraduate research writing students and five university tutors who taught 
these groups participated. Data were collected by repertory-grids and interviews. Semi-structured follow-up 
interviews were held with both the students and tutors. By means of the interviews, an understanding of each 
construct cited was reached and unclear meanings attached to the constructs were defined. As the first step of data 
collection, both the students and tutors were asked to write in their own time what things, in their opinions, made a 
good research paper. They wrote about their views as individual constructs. When they felt that they had no more 
constructs to cite, the students and tutors rank ordered the constructs on their grids. Preceding the data collection 
procedure through grids, follow-up interviews were held. The interviews were semi-structured and followed an 
emergent design. They were conducted by referring to the grids of each of the interviewees. During the interviews, 
in order to eliminate probable misunderstandings, both the students and tutors were asked questions on what 
meanings they attached to their constructs. Moreover, the students were asked whether or not they had any concerns 
regarding the process of writing a research paper. The tutors were similarly asked about their views on the students’ 
problems in this process.  
Repertory grids and interviews both were subjected to content analysis. 
3. Findings 
The first and second research questions concern how the students and tutors conceptualise a good research paper. 
The findings obtained from rep-grids revealed that 31 students cited totally 124 different constructs regarding the 
question of what makes a good research paper. In the content analysis of the students’ constructs, three major 
categories emerged; mechanics of research, writing and researcher traits.  In Table1. The categories, most frequently 
cited constructs, frequency of citations and priorities given are displayed.  
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Table 1. Students’ constructs
Category       Fr.                          Priority 
__________________________________________________________________________ 
Mechanics of Research               158    75
Objectivity                  25 
Finding relevant and enough sources               18 
Topic      17 
Ethical and moral issues                                 15         
__________________________________________________________________________ 
Writing                   78    13 
Organisation of paper    13 
Clarity of expression    12 
No mechanical errors    11 
___________________________________________________________________________ 
Researcher Traits                 44                    33 
Has knowledge of research   12 
Invests adequate time      5 
Creative                      3 
Courageous       2 
Invests adequate time      2 
In terms of students’ high priority constructs, we observe that in the first category “being objective” (11 times) 
and “finding relevant and enough number of sources” (11 times) bear the highest priorities. “Organization of the 
ideas” (7 times) took the highest priority in the second category “writing”. Finally, the highest priority in the last 
category was given to two constructs; “has the habit of reading extensively” (2 times), and “invests adequate time” 
(2 times). 
Similar to the findings obtained from the students’ grids, the first and the broadest category that emerged from 
the analysis of the tutors’ grids, as in the case of students, concerned the “Mechanics of Research”. “Writing” 
appears to be the second broadest category. The last category “Researcher Traits,” consists of only one construct, 
“has knowledge of research”.  
Table 2. shows the tutors’ most frequently cited constructs, number of citations and priorities given to them.  
Table 2. Tutors’ constructs
Category       Fr.                           Priority                       
______________________________________________________________________________
Mechanics of Research               35    15   
Ethical and moral issues                                    4 
Significant research question                4  
Finding relevant and enough sources                  3 
Systematic data analysis                                               3 
___________________________________________________________________________ 
Writing                  20   3 
No mechanical errors    6 
Clarity of expression     4  
Sections of research paper                 4    
___________________________________________________________________________ 
Researcher Traits                 4   0 
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Has knowledge of research                1 
When we examine the priorities given to constructs by the tutors, we see that they gave the highest priority to 
“significant research question” (4 times) in the first category, “mechanics of research”. The constructs which were 
deemed as bearing high priority in the second category were “no mechanical errors” and “conciseness”, and 
“coherence” although the last two were not among the constructs which were most frequently cited.  The tutors gave 
no priority to the only construct they cited “has knowledge of research” in the last category “researcher traits”.  
Concerning the third research question, the findings reveal a match between the way the students and tutors 
conceptualise a good research paper. The students’ view of a good research paper is echoed and supported by their 
tutors. The findings obtained from the interviews with both groups seem to support this finding. All the tutors stated 
that the main aim of having students write a research paper is to enable them to gain the basics of doing research. 
For them, writing takes the second priority as they take the fact for granted that the students have already acquired 
the needed writing skills in their previous relevant courses and that the students do not encounter problems in 
writing. In line with this finding, the students also noted that their tutors focus on research related issues rather than 
writing during the tutorials.  
In response to the fourth research question, the students expressed their concerns mostly related to the issues of 
doing research. In the interviews, the most frequently cited concerns were respectively “finding relevant and enough 
number of sources,” accessing to the target population,” choosing appropriate techniques for data analysis,” 
“following the APA format,” and “contributing to the field.”  
Regarding their concerns about the sources, one student stated “I had difficulty finding 50 sources. Though 
working in the library is useful it is also tiresome and time-consuming.” Another student expressed his problem in 
accessing the target population by saying “I was not taken seriously by the school where I went to administer my 
questionnaire. Not to lose time, the teachers did not want to let me go into their classrooms.” As to following the 
APA, one other complained “although I checked the APA guidelines through the net and looked at articles my tutor 
is still not satisfied with my text-in-citations and reference page.” 
Beside these, there are other concerns such as “handling sources,” “using academic language,” “avoiding 
plagiarism,” “expressing ideas clearly,” and “failing the course.” 
Concerning the fifth question, the tutors commented that the problems the students faced in this process were 
“finding a topic relevant to the field,” “finding relevant and enough number of sources,” “following the APA,” 
“using appropriate techniques for data analysis,” and “incorporating their own interpretations.” In addition, “lack of 
previous experience in doing research” was seen by all the tutors as another major problem. Regarding this, they 
stated that the students were not familiar with the concept of academic research itself, which makes the process even 
more difficult.    
4. Discussion and Conclusion  
The findings of the study clearly show that there is a significant consistency between the tutors’ and students’ 
conceptions of the hallmarks of a good research paper. For both groups, producing a good research paper requires a 
sound understanding of what doing research actually entails. However, when we consider the high priority 
constructs obtained from the grids, there appears to be a mismatch. While the tutors value the significance of the 
research question, the students believe that objectivity and the relevance and number of sources bear the highest 
priority. Unlike the tutors, the students hold the belief that they need some specific personal traits to complete this 
process successfully. This is also evident in the number of priorities given to the constructs within this category (13 
times). This may be attributed to the fact that they perceive the process as highly challenging as they have no such 
previous experience. The reason for the tutors’ citing only one construct regarding such personal traits and giving no 
priority to it may stem from the fact that they have already gone through a long process of acculturation to the 
research process as Leckie (1996) puts it in her “expert researcher model.”  
The findings also show that the tutors’ believe the students encounter problems mostly in understanding and 
applying the concept of the research. The students’ perceptions of their own concerns seem to concur with this to a 
certain extent. However, they have further concerns as to the feasibility of doing research which the tutors do not 
seem to be aware of.  
Considering these findings, the study suggests that the students seem to be aware of what is expected of them 
while writing a research paper. In other words, there appears to be an agreement between the tutors and students 
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about what constitutes a “legitimate effort” (Valentine, 2001, p. 110) for the research paper. However, the tutors 
need to be made aware of the concerns the students have regarding this stage, which in turn might make this process 
even more fruitful. This may be achieved through incorporating discussion into the tutorial sessions where the 
students can consult the tutor about the problems which they encounter during this process.   
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